Families as

Partners:
Making the

Connection

School social workers
can help overcome
barriers to parent-school
communication and
collaboration.
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Created in collaboration with the
National Association of School
Psychologists (NASF) to facilitate
partnerships between principals
and school psychologists and

1o remove barriers to learning.
Additional resources ars available
at www.nasponline. org/resource_s/
principals.
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ason’s story is a familiar one. He is 12 years old, has a learning disability,
and is in a trahsition class in the middle school where he receives three

periods of special education sefvices each day. it is the fall of seventh
grade for Jason, and the sweet and earnest boy his teachers have known for

the past year is being eclipsed by a cloud of poor decisions. The changes are
distressing. His behavior has been attention seeking and unpredictable, his
attitude-about school has become apathetic, and he's. now doing minimal class

work and refusing to do any homework at all.

When you look closer, Jason's
family background is equally trou-
bling. His mother died when he was
a toddler, and he is being raised by
his father and uncle. Already embar-
rassed by their home life and reluctant
to seek help, they nevertheless made
themselves vulnerable and reached
out when Jason was in elementary
school. At the time, his school had
no support personnel on staff at his
school, and their requests for sup-
port were met with silence, so they
retreated into silence themselves.

The unwelcome repercussions of this
failed interaction are many, and Ja-
son’s teachers are concerned and have
reported his behavior to the school
social worker. They are reaching out
to his father, but he has not responded
to calls or correspondence and has not
yet visited the school.

It is obvious that a family-school
connection is imperative to Jason’s
success, but how to bridge the gap
that has formed and establish a trust-
ing relationship with this family is less
so. For a school social worker, it begins
with an understanding of his family’s
fear and ends with an intervention
and a safe partnership founded on a
belief in Jason and a recognition that
he will be on a frightening trajec-
tory into high school without such a
partnership.

The Development of

Social Identity

Adolescence is the most tumultuous
time in the development of children.
As teens begin to question who they
are and where they belong, peer ap-
proval becomes paramount to their
mental health and social and academic
success. Research has shown again and
again that the mental health of stu-
dents is the gateway to their academic
success. (Charvat, 2008).

The development of an adoles-
cent’s mental health and social iden-
tity typically happens in school, where
the majority of the day is spent and
where they can begin to understand
themselves in relation to their age-
group peers. For parents, this can be
a very difficult time in the process of
raising children, a time when they feel
they are forfeiting control over their
children’s development and health.
Their participation in the educational
process is imperative to the well-being
of their children, yet many parents
have never stepped into the secondary
schools their children attend.

Studies have shown that lack of
parental involvement is the big-
gest problem facing public schools.
(Michigan Department of Education,
2002). Naturally, outreach to parents
is not an easy process. Schools need an
established goal of parental inclusion



and a friendly, safe, and communica-
tive environment. Unless a school has
an established outreach program for
all parents, the school will continue to
struggle with students’ emotional and
academic problems.

Engaging Diverse Families

An understanding of the different
cultures in a school is essential to the
success of its students. Communities
across the country are changing rap-
idly. According to Gandara (2011),

The United States is home to
the largest number of immi-
grants of any nation (United
Nations, 2006). In 2005, 38.5
million residents of the U.S.
were foreign born. As a result
more than one of every five
children in the public school
is either an immigrant or the
child of immigrants. (p. 117)

‘What does this mean to staff
members in public schools? First,
they must recognize the cultural dif-
ferences that exist and often hinder
communication on many levels in a
school: among the students, between
themselves and students, and between
themselves and students’ families.

In preparing to engage families, staff
members must understand the cultur-
al norms and behaviors of families as
well as the language differences that
exist between and even within cul-
tures. Hiring bilingual staff members
is importaFt for involving parents for
whom the language barrier is a signifi-
cant hindrance. Bilingual teachers are
more likely to reach out to immigrant
parents than are monolingual teach-
ers because they believe that this is an
important part of their role (Hopkins,
2011). In addition, immigrant families

are more comfortable with someone
who speaks their language. The sup-

port staff in schools can help educate
teachers about cultural sensitivity.

Many low-income families, par-
ents, and guardians have not com-
pleted their own formal education
and are therefore intimidated by the
school environment or feel that it is
not their role to be involved in the
educational process. Many members
of those families also work multiple
jobs or work nontraditional hours and
do not have transportation to come to
the schools. Staff members must think
outside the box when trying to form
relationships with family members,
offering accommodations in their
availability for meetings, transporta-
tion vouchers, translators, and even
in-school childcare to visiting parents.
When staff members go out of their
way to be inclusive and accommodat-
ing, parents see the value of their own
involvement and participation in their
children’s education.

Research shows us that economic
stress can often lead to disruptive
parenting (Taylor, 2004). This, in turn,
affects children’s ability to feel safe
in their environment. When those
children come to school, they suffer
academically and emotionally and
are often viewed as having “behavior
problems.” Personal contact is the best
way to engage parents who have lost
their jobs‘or are experiencing violence
in the home. Persistence is the key to
identifying the resources available to
help those students and families. Of-
fering confidential financial help with
school trips, class photographs, and
school supplies shows families that
schools want to help them.

In my school, we have both a
Thanksgiving and a holiday food and
clothing drive. Staff members help the

Research shows us that

economic stress can often
lead to disruptive parenting.
This, in turn, affects children’s
ability to feel safe in their

environment.
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The school psychologist
can work with the parents
whose children are having
academic or emotional
problems. The goal is {o
promote partnerships.
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school social workers buy and wrap
gifts that the social workers personally
deliver. On many occasions, I have sat
in the living room of a family that has
never entered the school, had a cup of
tea, and made a sustained connection
with the family.

Cohesive Partnerships

School social workers are trained

to work with families by contacting
parents, visiting homes, making phone
calls, and conveying that the school
environment is a friendly and safe
place. They can set up cluster meet-
ings with the teachers, wherein the
parents can meet the teachers and
learn about the education their chil-
dren are receiving and the part they
can play in supporting their children’s
academic development.

The school psychologist can work
with the parents whose children are
having academic or emotional prob-
lems. The goal is to promote partner-
ships. Once partnerships are estab-
lished, students will exhibit improved
attitudes and behaviors and reduced
emotional distress.

Family Engagement

The ultimate goal of a family-school
partnership is to support the emo-
tional and academic well-being of
adolescents, so what specific as-
sistance can a school offer parents
once the relationship has been built?
Communication is essential. Parents
need school information, guidelines,
and resources to help their children
with their homework and academic
development. An effective strategy is
to establish a family resource center,
which would offer parents access to
the library, computers, and either in-
formal or group meetings. Ideally, this

resource center would have flexible

daytime and evening hours to accom-

modate working parents’ schedules.
For many parents, daytime or
nighttime workshops can be set up.

Some topics can include:

B DParenting an adolescent: raising
your expectations for your
children

B How to help your child with
homework: creating a structured
learning environment in the home

W Establishing your socia] identity:
helping your child make good
choices with friends

@ Drugs and alcohol: signs to look
for.

Next Steps

When considering how to move

forward, school leaders should ask

themselves the following questions:

B How can administrators strength-
en school-family partnerships?

B What must staff members do to
engage families?

B Does the district have a plan for
family engagement?

B What resources do I have in my
school? Are there school social
workers who can make connec-
tions with families?

W Can we coordinate with commu-
nity groups to engage families?

Conclusion

Many schools face challenges when
reaching out to families and working
to create a culture of parental involve-
ment. Parents also face obstacles when
becoming involved in their children’s
education. Some districts across the
country have been fortunate to receive
grants that help staff members and ad-
ministrators reach out to families and
plan family collaboration. When those



Parent Perspective

My daughter had'just entered middle school, and our
family was in crisis. Both my husband and | are alcoholics,
although it had taken us years to admit that we had a
problem. | started going to AA mestings in July, but by
August, my husband’s anger was increasing. He was
drinking every evening and becoming violent. | tried to

. leave with my two children but had nowhere to go. | didn’t
know where to turn.

In September, at open school night, | met my child’s
counselor and told her we were having family problems
that might affect my daughter’s academic progress. She
immediately brought me to the school social worker. | had
previously been in a school that did not have a support

team to address these issues with parents. | sat and talked
with the social worker and the counselor. We made an
appointment to follow up and make a plan for how to help
my daughter. | felt for the first time there were people in the
school who could help me.

We met regularly and | was referred to outside services,
which included family counseling, ‘Alanon for my children,
and a support group. In school, the social worker worked
with my daughter and two other children who were in
similar situations. | really do not know what [ would have
done if | had been in a school that did not know how to
reach out and help parents.
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Resources

Critical Issue: Supporting Ways Parents and Families Can Become Involved in Schools.
J. Nathan. 1996. Retrieved from North Central Regional Educational Laboratory website:
www.ncrel.org/sdrs/areasﬁssues/eanmnt/famncomm/pa1 00.htm

Epstein’s Six Types of Involvement. Retrieved from Johns Hopkins University, Center for
Social Organization of Schools website: Www.csos.jhu.edu/p2000/sixtypes.htm

Handbook on Family and Community Engagement. S. Redding, M. Murphy, & P. Shelly
(Eds.). 2011. Retrieved from Academic Development Institute website:
www.families-schools.org/downloads/FACEHandbook.pdf

Harvard Family Researo'h Project, Harvard Graduate School of Education www.hfrp.org.

One Dream, Two Realities: Perspectives of Parents on America’s High Schools. J. M. Bridgeland,J. J. Diiuilo, R. T.
Streeter, & J. R. Mason. 2008. Retrieved from-Civic Enterprises website: civicenterprises.net/reports/ED%20-%20

one%20dream%20two%20realities.pdf
Palms Project: Outreach to Latino Families www.palmsproject.net

Successful Schools and Family Partnerships. The Whole Child Newsletter. September 20, 2011. Retrieved from
www.wholechildeducation.org/resources/newsletter.jhtmi?id=48892

What Research Says About Parent Involvement in Children’s Education. Michigén Department of Education. 2002.
Retrieved from www.michigan.gov/documents/Final_Parent_.lnvolvement_Fact_Sheet_1 4732_7.pdf

Many schools face resources are not available, however, it Lincoln, IL: Academic Development
i ible for administrators, special- Institute.
llenges when 18 pOss g . -
challenges ized instructional support personnel, 8 Hopkins, M. (2011). Building on our

teaching assets: Bilingual educators’ pedagogy

and policy implementation. Los Angeles, CA:

University of California—Los Angeles.

8 Michigan Department of Education.

) (2002). What research says about parent

involvement. REFERENCES involvement in children’s education and aca
demic academic achievement. Retrieved from

B Charvat, J. L. (2008). Research on the o .
relationship between mental health and www.michigan.gov/documents/Final_Parent
_Involvement_Fact_Sheet_14732_7.pdf

academic achievement. Retrieved from Na- -
tional Association of School Psychologists ® Taylor, R. (2004). Association of poverty
website: nasponline.org/advocacy/ with family relations and children’t and

. . adolescents socioemotional adjustment. In

Academic-MentalHealthLinks.pdf o o &P Shol o
W Géndara, P. (2011). Bridging language S. Redding, M. Murphy, & F. Sheley (Eds),
Handbook on family and community engage-

and culture. In S. Redding, M. Murphy, & . :
P Sheley (Eds), Handbook on famzly and ment (pp 125—128) Llncoln, IL: Acadenuc
Development Institute.

community engagement (pp. 117-120).

reaching out to families and teachers to work together to
establish programs to encourage and
sustain family involvement in their
a culture of parental schools. PL

and working to create
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